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Circle of life: The fascinating aspects of reproductionReproduction has fascinated scientist for ages. The early Greek
scientist Aristoteles and Hippocrates spend a large part of their life
trying to resolve the mysteries of reproduction [1]. It took however
until the golden 17th century when utch scientists Swammerdam,
van Leeuwenhoek and de Graaff unraveled the basis of reproduction.
Jan Swammerdam was the ﬁrst to discover that life does not simply
arise spontaneously as once thought by Aristoteles (generatio
spontanea) but is in fact the result of reproduction [2]. Antonie van
Leeuwenhoek, a brilliant craftsman who developed the ﬁrst micro-
scopes, was the ﬁrst to ever see a spermatozoon in 1678 [3]. Although
he knewwell that the spermatozoon was the male contribution to the
next generation he mistakenly thought the new individual was
already present within the spermatozoon as a tiny human being (a
homunculus). Reinier de Graaf was the ﬁrst to carefully describe the
female reproductive system including the follicle that contained the
female gamete, the oocyte (follicle are still termed Graaﬁan follicles
today) [4].
Although the basis of reproduction was studied intensively, the
treatment of reproductive failure was absent until the middle of last
century. The ﬁrst effective treatment was the administration of
anti-estrogens to anovulatory women which allowed them to ovulate
and become pregnant [5], and in the 1970s microsurgical techniques
were developed to open blocked ovulatory ducts [6]. Without a doubt
the biggest leap forward took place in 1978 when Alan Steptoe and
Robert Edwards were the ﬁrst to succeed in obtaining a live birth
(Louise Brown) by bringing together the human gametes outside of
the body in the laboratory, a process named in vitro fertilization or
IVF [7]. Since then IVF has taken a ﬁrm place in modern society with
an estimated 1 million cycles commencing every year.
Despite, or perhaps as a consequence of, the breakthrough of IVF,
our knowledge on the pathophysiology of human reproductive failure
is minimal. One the one hand this is perhaps caused by the ethical
dilemmas often linked to using human gametes and embryos for
research. On the other hand, reproduction is just a very complex
process in which gametes from both sexes, the embryo and the uterus
all play an important role.
In this Special Issue, well known scientists in the ﬁeld of human
reproduction shed their light on the important elements of human
reproduction in an effort to help us understand the basis of human
reproductive failure. It is through this research that we hope to0925-4439/$ – see front matter © 2012 Published by Elsevier B.V.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bbadis.2012.09.012complete the circle once initiated by the old Greeks: the understand-
ing of the basis of new life. I hope you will ﬁnd the manuscripts useful,
inspiring and a joy to read.References
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